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THE SECRET HISTORY 
OF  CATHER  AND 
POUND HALLS
Campus folklore assigns a curious origin 
to the University of Nebraska’s Cather 
and Pound Residence halls, which were 
demolished in December of 2017. 
Legend holds that the dormitories, 
dedicated in 1963, were monuments to 
the love their namesakes had for one 
another. As with any oral story, there are 
as many variants of this tale as there are 
tellers, but the following version, shared 
by someone who attended the university 
in the 1990s, contains the core 
elements:
When they were studen
ts in Lincoln, Willa C
ather 
and Louise Pound fel
l madly in love with
 each 
other, and they used 
to hook up where Cath
er and 
Pound halls are. It w
as secluded and priva
te and 
wasn’t part of campu
s then. One night, Lo
uise’s 
brother caught them a
nd told his sister she
 could 
never see Willa Cath
er again because sh
e was 
ruining his family
’s reputation. Willa
 and 
Louise ended their r
elationship but they 
never 
got over each other, a
nd in their wills, the
y left 
money and instructio
ns to build dorms on
 that 
spot so that they coul
d be together forever.
by Harry Lime
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According to preeminent legend scholar Bill Ellis, “legend 
telling in its natural context is a means of expressing 
anxieties about a group’s cultural worldview, as well as a 
safe way of questioning what important institutions define 
as ‘real’ and ‘proper’”.1 Legends, in other words, help 
communities engage with events and ideas excised or 
omitted from “the official record.” For example, legends 
about Indian burial grounds, which are popular on 
campuses across North America, enable students to 
engage with the bloody history of the land they are on, a 
history universities rarely promote through official records. 
In the case of the Cather/Pound legend, students inscribe 
an LGBT narrative into the margins of the university’s 
official history through a story that, rather significantly, 
echoes the idea of college as a time and place for 
exploration and conflict associated with sexual identity.   

Contributing to the legend’s resiliency, a number of 
elements lend the story an aura of truthiness. For one, 
Cather and Pound did know one another while attending 
the University of Nebraska, and they were close. Cather, in 
fact, was infatuated with Pound, an “infatuation” she later 
felt she took too far. Moreover, they did have a dramatic 
falling out that was largely due to Pound’s brother Roscoe, 
but not because he caught them in flagrante delicto. 
Cather had included a scathing caricature of Roscoe 
Pound in the Hesperian (see following pages), and the 
Pound family was outraged. Cather and Louise Pound 
would eventually reconcile, but they would never be as 
close as they once were.  

Most importantly, Cather and Pound’s lives defied gender 
norms. For a time at college, Cather cut her hair close and 
went by the name Will, and Pound, who was a pioneer in 
women’s athletics, generated outraged headlines 
throughout Nebraska for riding a bicycle from Lincoln to 
Beatrice. Moreover, neither woman ever married, both 
living lives that were, in heteronormative terms, 
unorthodox. All of the intimate relationships in Cather’s life 
were with women, whereas Pound embodied the New 
Woman ideal and, other than an intense-but-long-distance 
relationship with Ani Königsberger resisted romantic 
entanglement throughout her life. In short, Willa Cather 
and Louise Pound challenged what important institutions 
define as “real” and “proper,” and while this part of their 
stories may not have been noted on plaques of 
dedication, Nebraska students preserved the “truth” of 
these women’s lives through campus legend. 

1. Bill Ellis, Aliens, Ghosts and Cults: Legends We Live. Jackson: 
University of Mississippi Press, 2003, p. 12. 14
Roscoe Pound
by Willa 
Cather
Ahem…
from front page of NYT,  July 2, 1964
